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An on-line data collection system is provided that uses a 
network to access multiple databases over the Internet (Figure 
5). The user designates an initial search term and performs a 
preliminary search (or "initial query") to obtain preliminary results 
that rank documents containing the initial search term (402). 
Using this information, the system can show words or phrases 
equivalent to the initial search term, and each of the search terms 
also can be associated with an image that is chosen by the user. 
The system iteratively searches databases containing "electronic" 
documents using all desired terms completely under the control 
of the user, and as equivalent terms or new terms are discovered 
within certain documents, the user can refine the search query 
(404) to finally arrive at a "crafted query". This crafted query will 
produce a set of documents that are grouped by certain criteria, and 
these various criteria can then be linked so that more meaningful 
relationships between certain documents can be easily discerned 
by the user. The end result is a very useful interactive database 
searching tool that allows the user to quickly find the documents 
that are most relevant to that user. 
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR BUILDING A USER-DEFINED 
TECHNICAL THESAURUS USING ON-LINE DATABASES 



TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present invention relates generally to on-line data collection and transmission 
equipment and is particularly directed to computer networks of the type which access 
databases over the Internet. The invention is specifically disclosed as an interactive data 
gathering system that builds technical thesauri specifically tailored by a human user. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The Internet has provided free access to many technical documents, including 
United States Patents, to every engineer and scientist that is equipped with a computer, a 
modem, and a browser. However, it is impossible for an individual human mind to 
encompass this vast expanse of data. Knowledge of the boundaries of existing technology is 
nevertheless a pre-condition for cost-effective research and development as opposed to blind 
efforts that may recreate what already is known in the prior art. 

Software tools are already being developed to automate data gathering and 
presentation of technical documents, including a United States Patent No. 5,621,910 (by 
Unger) which discloses a database that is used to determine the meaning of scientific or 
technical documents and to assign these documents to particular categories. The Unger 
system has a primary thrust of identifying trends or discontinuities in the research efforts of 
competitive companies. Once categories are determined, the Unger system can display 
results on a spreadsheet or in a graphical format, such as a bar chart. 

In US 5,652,829 (by Hong), a "feature merit generator" is disclosed that classifies a 
document and correlating its context by determining a "classification merit factor" as an 
indicia of a vector of feature variables. This merit factor determination occurs by comparing 
the feature's "obligational dependency" to a class discrimination in a context of 
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corresponding feature variables in at least one example which generates a feature variable 
ranking for the given class of interest. 

US 5,467,425 (by Lau) discloses an n-gram language modeler which reduces the 
memory storage requirements and convergence time for language modeling systems. The 
Lau invention aligns each n-gram with one of the "n" number of non-intersecting classes. A 
count is determined for each n-gram representing the number of times each n-gram occurs in 
the training data A word predicting language modeler finds the probability that a word 
occurs given the occurrence of two previous words. 

US 5,418,951 (by Damashek) discloses a method of identifying, retrieving, or 
sorting documents by language or by topic using an n-gram array for each document in a 
database. Each unidentified document is parsed into n-grams, a weight is assigned to each 
n-gram, the commonality is removed from the n-grams, and each unidentified document is 
compared to each database document. The unidentified document is then scored against 
each database document for similarity, and based upon the similarity score, the document is 
sorted with respect to language or a topic. 

US 5,576,954 (by Driscoll) discloses a method for determining text relevancy of 
documents being retrieved by search queries. The Driscoll system helps a user intelligently 
and rapidly locate information found in large textual databases by determining common 
meanings between each word in the query and in the document being retrieved. Weights are 
calculated, multiplied, and added to create a "real number" similarity coefficient for the 
document The documents are then sorted in sequential order according to their real number 
value from the largest to the smallest. A second embodiment can route documents based 
upon topics or headings, also referred to as "filtering." The importance of each word in both 
the topics and the documents are calculated, and the real number (similarity coefficient) for 
each document is determined. Each document is then routed according to the similarity 
coefficient. 

US 4,823,306 (by Barbie) discloses a method of text searching of documents. 
Starting with a word query, a set of equivalent words are defined for each query word along 
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with a corresponding word equivalences value that is assigned to each equivalent word. 
Target sequences of words in a library document that match the sequence of query words 
are located according to a set of "matching criteria." The similarity value of each target 
sequence is evaluated as a function of the corresponding equivalence values of the words 
included in the target sequence. A relevance factor is then obtained for each library 
document based upon the similarity values of its target sequences. 

US 5,555,354 (by Strasnick) discloses a method for navigating within a three 
dimensional graphic display space, and manipulating information represented by objects in 
the display space. Data objects represented by graphic objects are arranged into a navigable 
landscape representing the relations of the underlying data. The graphic objects comprise 
columns, pedestals and disks, which respectfully represent datablocks, cells, and 
comparative values. The ground plane represents a threshold value, upon which the 
pedestals rest. Data attributes may be represented by visual, textural, or audible 
characteristics of the display. The user can interact with the data to make changes in the 
underlying data or its representation within the display space. Less detail is displayed as the 
user navigates away from objects within the display space. Objects change from three- 
dimensional to two-dimensional, then to line segments as the user moves away from the 
objects. 

The conventional data searching systems noted above are not designed for any type 
of interactive session during the creative process, but instead act as a batch input. It would 
be an improvement in searching text documents for a computer program to assist the user in 
creating more intelligent queries, especially as an interactive procedure that makes it easy 
for the user to sort out important words and phrases from non-important words and phrases. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Accordingly, it is an advantage of the present invention to provide a computerized 
system that interactively enables a user to build a technical thesaurus using on-line 
databases. It is another advantage of the present invention to provide a computerized 
system that iteratively prompts a user to interactively modify an "initial query" into a 
"crafted query" while searching at least one on-line database. It is a further advantage of the 
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present invention to provide a computerized database searching system that searches on-line 
technical documents based upon an interactively-created query that uses both exact search 
terms and equivalent search terms. It is yet another advantage of the present invention to 
provide a computerized database searching system in which the search terms to create 
queries are associated with an illustration or image for ease of visual reference when later 
accessed by the user. It is yet a further advantage of the present invention to provide a 
computerized database searching system that allows a user to choose terminology used to 
create a crafted query, in which technical documents can be searched by various fields that 
can be linked to common terminology by one or more linking criteria. 

Additional advantages and other novel features of the invention will be set forth in 
part in the description that follows and in part will become apparent to those skilled in the 
art upon examination of the following or may be learned with the practice of the 
invention. 

To achieve the foregoing and other advantages, and in accordance with one aspect 
of the present invention, an improved on-line data collection system is provided that uses a 
network to access multiple databases over the Internet. By use of the Internet (or some other 
local or wide area network), a human user may access "electronic" technical databases, 
including those that contain patent documents. The user begins by designating an initial 
search term and performing at least one preliminary search (or "initial query") to obtain 
preliminary results that can rank technical documents which contain the initial search term. 
Using this information, the computerized system can show expressions (i.e., words or 
phrases) equivalent to the initial search term, and these equivalent terms can also be selected 
by the user for association with the initial search term, or can be used to create entirely new 
search terms, if desired. 

Multiple search terms (with or without their equivalents) can be used to search 
through one or more databases containing technical documents. Each of the search terms 
also can be associated with some type of illustration or image that is chosen by the user. 
Such visual images will be more easily recognizable by the user in many circumstances, and 
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preferably will be located on the monitor screen in close proximity to the displaying of the 
search term. 

The computerized system can iteratively search the database or databases containing 
the technical documents using the initial search term as well as all desired new terms (with 
or without their equivalents), completely under the control of the user. As equivalent terms 
or new terms are discovered within certain documents, the user can begin to refine his or her 
search query. As part of this refinement, the user may discover certain terms or phrases that 
are not desirable with respect to being included in a particular search query. The user can 
use "NOT" Boolean connectors to preclude finding any documents that contain certain 
terms that are not desired as part of the query. This is all part of the interactive aspect of the 
present invention. 

After a sufficient number of iterations of preliminary searches have been 
interactively performed, the user will eventually arrive at a final "crafted query," which is 
then used to again search through the same or other databases of technical documents. This 
crafted query will produce a list or set of documents that are grouped by certain criteria, 
such as documents published within a certain range of dates. The various criteria can then 
be linked, if desired by the user, so that more meaningful relationships between certain 
documents can be easily discerned by the user. The linking criteria can also be on a sliding 
scale, as determined solely by the user, which allows the user to choose certain linking 
criteria that are more important than others. The information can be presented in various 
manners, including a ranking of the frequency of occurrence of a particular search term per 
document, or the frequency of occurrence in all documents of a particular search term. 

The various fields that appear on the monitor screen can be made to be interactive 
with one another by clicking and dragging information from one field to the next. In this 
manner, the creation of the crafted query can be done very efficiently, while providing 
appropriate user interaction with the computerized system. The user can create personalized 
information as part of his or her crafted query, including a list of words that are unique to a 
particular user. In this manner, various technical documents (including patents) can be 
stored in the user's personal thesaurus, and this thesaurus can be later built upon for linking 
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with other thesauri, either created by the same user or by a different user who is working in 
the same computerized system from time to time. 

The search engines used by the user either can be manually operated (in real time 
while the user is using the Internet or another network), or can be used with an automatic 
search agent that will remain on-line up to 24 hours per day to search through large 
databases containing many documents. Such large databases exist, especially with respect 
to patent documents, on the Internet. The final result is a list of useful documents that have 
been "found" by the computerized system using the user's personal crafted query, which 
provides the documents that are most useful to the user for his or her particular subject 
matter for the time being. Other crafted queries can be used to gather related documents, 
and linking criteria can be used to compare and contrast documents from more than one 
crafted query search. Each crafted query search can be used to create an individual 
thesaurus, or many crafted queries can be used to create a single thesaurus, which is 
completely dependent upon the desired database structure by the user. The end result is a 
very useful interactive database searching tool that allows the user to quickly find the 
technical documents that are the most relevant to that user. 

Still other advantages of the present invention will become apparent to those 
skilled in this art from the following description and drawings wherein there is described 
and shown a preferred embodiment of this invention in one of the best modes 
contemplated for carrying out the invention. As will be realized, the invention is capable 
of other different embodiments, and its several details are capable of modification in 
various, obvious aspects all without departing from the invention. Accordingly, the 
drawings and descriptions will be regarded as illustrative in nature and not as restrictive. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The accompanying drawings incorporated in and forming a part of the 
specification illustrate several aspects of the present invention, and together with the 
description and claims serve to explain the principles of the invention. In the drawings: 
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Figure 1 is a block diagram of the major components of a data collecting and 
thesaurus building system, as constructed according to the principles of the present 
invention. 

Figure 2 is an example display used in setting up a search term, according to the 
principles of the present invention. 

Figure 3 is an example display similar to Figure 2, with the use of further search 

terms. 

Figure 4 is an example display similar to Figures 2 and 3, further indicating the 
building of a search query. 

Figure 5 is a flow chart of the overall invention's method in broad terms from the 
first step taken by the user to the final step of displaying and integrating the result of a 
search. 

Figure 6 is a flow chart of the detailed steps used in crafting queries, as determined 
by a human user. 

Figure 7 is a flow chart showing the major steps utilized by the present invention 
after a query has been crafted to link the results into one or more databases. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

Reference will now be made in detail to the present preferred embodiment of the 
invention, an example of which is illustrated in the accompanying drawings, wherein like 
numerals indicate the same elements throughout the views. 

Referring now to the drawings, Figure 1 shows a personal computer or workstation 
generally designated by the reference numeral 10, which is electrically connected to a video 
monitor 12 and a printer 14. Video monitor 12 is controlled by a video controller 20 that is 
contained within the computer 10, and is connected to the monitor by a video cable 22. 
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Computer 10 is controlled by some type of central processing unit (CPU) 30, which 
typically comprises a microprocessor. CPU 30 controls virtually everything that occurs 
within the computer 10, and communicates with the other electronic components via a 
data/address/control bus 28. CPU 30 accesses memory circuits 32, such as random access 
memory (RAM) and read only memory (ROM). In the present invention, it would be 
desirable to have a bulk memory storage device 34, such as a large hard disk drive. 
Depending upon the amount of data to be stored, a read/write compact disc drive might be 
even more useful than a hard disk drive for use as the bulk memory storage device 34. 

Assuming a printer is desirable, the printer 14 is connected by a printer cable 26 into 
a communications port 24 of the computer 10. The a printer could be connected through a 
network, rather than having a direct connection as shown on Figure 1 . The communications 
ports 24 will preferably also include a modem that can connect to an outside communication 
link 52, such as a telephone line. This communication link 52 is connected to a network 
service provider 50, which is sometimes referred to as an "ISP" for "Internet Service 
Provider." 

Computer 10 will require some type of keyboard 42 and some type of cursor 
pointing device, such as a mouse 46. Keyboard 42 is connected via a keyboard cable 44 
into an input/output interface circuit 40. Mouse 46 is connected through a mouse cable 48 
into another port of the input/output interface 40. 

As is commonly known, the Internet is a world-wide network of computers that are 
accessible by virtually anybody having a computer with a modem. On Figure 1 , the Internet 
is depicted by the reference numeral 60. The user of computer 10 accesses the Internet 60 
using his or her network service provider 50. Once connected into the Internet, this user can 
access information at other web sites. 

On Figure 1, particular web sites that contain patent information are depicted, such 
as the United States Patent and Trademark Office (PTO) 72, the European Patent Office 
(EPO) 74, the Japanese Patent Office (JPO) 76, and the "DIPS" world patent database 78. 
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Each of these government or commercial institutions must also have some type of Internet 
service provider, such as an ISP 62 for the PTO, ISP 64 for the EPO, ISP 66 for the JPO, 
and ISP 68 for the DIPS database 78. 

Of course, it is possible for users on the Internet to access other sources of technical 
documents, even including other sources of patents. For example, IBM has a web site of 
United States patents that are accessible at "http://patent.womplex.ibm.com." This IBM 
patent database can be used to search for various patents containing particular words that are 
chosen by the user. It can also be searched according to other classifications, such as 
inventor's name or assignee, also chosen by the user. 

If other technical documents are of interest to the user, then certainly there are 
thousands of Internet web sites that contain such documents which can be easily accessed 
over the Internet 60 by the user of computer 10. These documents may not be readily 
searchable by any type of searching tool provided by the owner of the Internet web site, 
however, the user of computer 10 can provide his or her own searching mechanisms, if 
desirable. One brute force method for searching a document is to download the document 
onto the bulk memory storage device 34, and later inspect the file that holds that document 
by whatever displaying and searching tools the user may have available at computer 10. 

Figure 2 illustrates a "set-up screen" designated by the reference numeral 100, which 
can be viewed on video monitor 12 by a human user. In the preferred mode of operation, 
set-up screen 100 will be interactive with the human user, and also with an on-line database 
over the Internet or other type of network. 

Starting with an initial term designated at the reference numeral 112 as "Term 1," 
the user can not only choose a particular word as "Term 1," but can also choose other 
equivalent words. On Figure 2, a column 110 includes Term 1 at 112, and also includes 
three different equivalent words or phrases at 114, as indicated by the terminology 

"Equivalent 1," "Equivalent 2," "Equivalent " These words that are chosen by the user 

as equivalents are not necessarily chosen right at the beginning of the procedure for creating 
a search query. Instead, the user may choose Term 1, and actually go into a patent database, 
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for example, to see what types of patent documents are produced by such a search query. 
From this initial search, the user may learn that other words or phrases are more or less 
equivalent to that initially chosen as Term 1. If these other equivalent words or phrases are 
considered desirable by the user, then these equivalent words and phrases can be added into 
the column 1 10 on Figure 2, at the locations designated by 1 14. 

Column 1 10 also includes an area at the reference numeral 130 where a drawing or 
other image (such as a photograph or computer generated graphics) can be "linked" to Term 
1 . Until a particular image or drawing is chosen, the preferred embodiment displays a 
phrase "LINK TO?" This phrase is merely a reminder to the user that he or she may link an 
image or drawing with Term 1, but this is not a requirement in the preferred embodiment. 
When the search results are presented to the user, as will be discussed below, the image or 
drawing at 130 will follow the presentation of the search results on the screen of video 
monitor 12. In this manner, an easily recognizable pictorial image can be forever linked to 
Term 1, much as a logo when associated with goods in the trademark sense. Therefore, 
when many different terms are being displayed on the same screen, the visual images will 
be more easily recognizable by the user in many circumstances than the actual words that 
makeup Term 1. 

Other terms can be placed in different columns, which on Figure 2 are blank because 
they have not yet been set up by the user. A column 120 placed in the upper right-comer of 
display 100 is used to view the preliminary results of a search. Before a query is launched, 
one or more of the terms must be placed into the "Found" column 120. On Figure 2, Term 1 
has been placed into this column, at the reference numeral 122. This term can be brought 
over from column 110 by clicking and dragging, or by clicking and choosing. Once the 
query for Term 1 is launched, then the preliminary results will be displayed in column 120 
(as seen on the later figures). 

When more than one term is placed into the "Found" column 120, then the arrows 
102 and 104 can be used to choose one of the terms. In addition, a moveable scroll bar 106 
can be used to view any particular terms that are displayed in the Found column, especially 
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at times when more terms reside in the Found column than there is area to display at one 
time. 

A set of Boolean operators are found in the lower left-hand comer of display 100 al 
the column designated by the reference numeral 140. These Boolean operators are used to 
create sophisticated search queries, and this aspect of the present invention will be discussed 
in greater detail hereinbelow. 

On Figure 3, four different columns contain various search terms of a display 200 
that can be viewed on the video monitor 12. The four columns that contain search terms are 
designated by the reference numerals 210, 220, 230, and 240. Each of these columns has a 
main "term" that will be entered at the top of each individual column, at the reference 
numerals 212, 222, 232, and 242. Each of these individual terms can have equivalents, as 
illustrated within each of the columns, at the reference numerals 214, 224, 234, and 244. 

The "Found" column at 250 is depicted as having eight different search terms at this 
point in the search query procedure. If patents, for example, are the types of documents that 
are being searched, then the present invention is able to limit a search of an on-line database 
by choosing certain attributes that will "channel" the field of the search. For example, the 
patent database being inspected could be accessed by looking for attributes such as the name 
of the inventor, name of assignee, by patents issuing within a certain span of dates, or by the 
United States Class in the PTO records. 

Assuming a particular preliminary search has already been performed using the eight 
terms displayed in column 250 on Figure 3, a sub-column at the reference numeral 260 will 
show the number of "hits" for each of these terms based upon the portion of the patent 
database that was inspected by this particular search query. For example, the "Term 1" line 
at the reference numeral 251 on Figure 3 shows a number of hits as being "233/20." This 
represents the fact that the Term 1 query was found in 20 different documents, and was 
found a total number of 233 times within those 20 documents. 
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In a similar fashion, "Term 2" at 252 was found 154 times in 15 documents, "Term 
3 M at 253 was found 127 times in 10 different documents, "Term 4" at 254 was found 100 
times in 10 different documents, "Term 5" at 255 was found 86 times in ten different 
documents, and "Term 6" at 256 was found 23 times in eight separate documents. As 
according to the preferred embodiment, the term that was found the most often is typically 
listed first in the "Found 11 column 250. 

Since there is not enough space on display 200 to list in detail all eight of the terms 
being searched, the present invention allows the user to choose from this list the terms that 
are of the most interest and to have them placed into the columns 210, 220, 230, or 240. In 
the illustrated example on Figure 3, the "Term 4" was not chosen by the user, but instead 
"Term 5" was chosen to be placed in column 240. Of course, the user could click on "Term 
4" at 254 in the "Found" column 250 and drag that Term 4 over to one of the other columns 
210, 220, 230, or 240, if the user desired to see Term 4 in greater detail. The user thus can 
easily inspect the exact terminology being used for the equivalents of each of the terms that 
are displayed in the found column 250. 

Some type of illustration may also be associated with each of the terms, along the 
lines as related above with respect to Figure 2. For example, Term 1 could have had a 
drawing or other type of image linked with itself at 2 16. The same is true for Term 2 at 226. 
Term 3 at column 230 has been associated with a particular drawing, as illustrated at the 
reference numeral 236. The same is true for Term 5 in column 240, which has a drawing at 
246 linked to Term 5. Finally, one of the terms listed in the Found column 250 can be 
selected by the user, and its associated illustration or drawing will automatically appear 
within the small window at 262. This is made possible by a "live" scrolling of the terms 
within the window that make up the Found column 250. The UP button 202 and DOWN 
button 204 can be used to select a particular term within the Found column 250. 
Furthermore, a scroll bar at 206 can be used to view other terms that may temporarily be not 
visible within the window at 250. 

The use of the terminology "window" is appropriate in the present invention, 
because its preferred operating system is MICROSOFT WINDOWS 98™. By use the 
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WINDOWS 98 operating system, the user can view two different types of displays 
simultaneously on two different video monitors. For example, the user could display one of 
the set-up screens (such as the screen 200 on Figure 3) on the first video monitor, and could 
perhaps show a more detailed set of results of a search query on the other video monitor. 

The set-up display 200 also includes the Boolean operators in the lower left-hand 
corner in a column 270. One of the operators, at the reference numeral 272, can be used to 
link an image to one of the terms that are displayed in the top-half of the display 200. By 
use of the "Link Image" button at 272, the user can always change the illustration (or image) 
that is associated with a particular one of the terms. 

Figure 4 illustrates another set-up screen 300 used in creating a visual query while 
building a technical thesaurus according to the present invention. Four different terms 312, 
322, 332, and 342 have been selected for the columns 310, 320, 330, and 340, respectively, 
by the user highlighting those terms at 351, 352, 353, and 355 in the "Found" column 350. 
On Figure 4, for example, Terms 4 and 6 at 354, and 356, respectively have not been 
selected by the user at this time. Scroll buttons 302 and 304 and a scroll bar 306 are used to 
view the different terms that have been located in the "Found" column 350. 

As in the previously described set-up screens on Figures 2 and 3, "Term 1" 312 can 
have equivalent words or phrases associated therewith, as illustrated at 314. Similarly, 
"Term 2" 322 can have equivalent words and phrases at 324, as well as "Term 3" at 334 and 
"Term 5" at 344. Each of these columns can also have an illustration linked therewith, such 
as at 336 for column 330, 346 for column 340, and 362 for the term that is presently 
selected in the live scrolling window of the "Found" column 350. Columns 310 and 320 
have "Linked To" areas 316 and 326, respectively, which can be used to illustrate a drawing 
or other type of image, if desired by the user. 

The "Link Image" button 372 is available for use by the user to choose a particular 
drawing or image to be associated with one of the terms. A series of Boolean connectors is 
provided at a column 370 in the lower left-hand comer of the set-up screen 300. These 
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connectors include an AND button 374, and OR button 375, a NOT button 376, a left 
parenthesis button 377, and a right parenthesis button 378. 

The Boolean connectors 374-378 are used when a sophisticated search query is to be 
built by the user at 380. On Figure 4, an example search has been provided which includes 
"Term 1" and "Term 2," as well as their equivalents. Term 1 at 382 is combined with its 
equivalent terms 384 by the restrictive Boolean connector AND at 390. Term 2 at 386 is 
combined with its equivalent terms 388 by the restrictive Boolean connector AND at 394. 
Both of these combinations are combined themselves by the expanding Boolean connector 
OR at 392. 

Other search terms with or without their equivalents can be added into the search 
query that is being built within the window 380 in any combinations of Boolean connectors 
desired by the user. One major improvement provided by the present invention is the ability 
to exclude a certain term with its equivalents, if desirable, by using the NOT Boolean 
connector. For example, the query being built in window 380 on Figure 4 could also have 
"Term 5" added, while being preceded by the NOT connector. In other words, the search 
would then comprise Term 1 and its equivalents, OR Term 2 and its equivalents, but NOT 
Term 5. Furthermore, this NOT restriction to the search could be for Term 5 and its 
equivalents. In this manner, the user may build a very intelligent search based upon words 
and phrases that have been previously discovered by accessing a prior art patent database 
which discovered a particular group of words (e.g., Term 5) that are not desirable to be 
contained within the user's search query. In this manner, the user may refine his or her 
search to provide a very meaningful result, with minimum effort while accessing a patent 
database. 

The potential interaction between the computer 10 and the user can lead to a very 
powerful searching tool that is very selective, but also at the same time can be aimed at a 
large number of various search terms while being quite easy to use. For example, if one of 
the terms chosen by the user in the top half of the set-up screen 300 already resides in one of 
the thesauri of the bulk memory storage device 34, then that term and all of its equivalents 
will be called up from the particular thesaurus that contains that term, and all of the 
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equivalent terms can be embedded in the search. Naturally, the user can decide how best to 
use equivalent terms, and may decide to either include such equivalent terms in or to 
exclude them from a particular search query. Furthermore, a particular word or phrase can 
be an equivalent to more than one of the terms along the top of the set-up screen 300. In 
fact, one of the equivalent words or phrases could become its own search term, if desirable. 

If the operating system used is WINDOWS 98, then navigation through the set-up 
screen will be quite easy for a person that has a rudimentary knowledge of windows-type 
computer programs. The various terms and equivalents can be chosen by clicking and 
dragging or clicking and choosing, and can be "dropped" into virtually any other of the areas 
on the display. The main purpose, of course, is to create a search query in the window 380 
that is useful in searching through a large number of patent documents or other types of 
technical documents. It will be understood that other arrangements of displays could be 
used as set-up screens without departing from the principles of the present invention. 
Furthermore, different types or numbers of Boolean connectors and different numbers or 
arrangements of search term windows and "Found" windows could be used without 
departing from the principles of the present invention. 

An overview of the broad method steps used in the present invention is provided in 
Figure 5. Starting at an initial step 400, a research scientist or engineer would be a typical 
user who would have a need to create new technology based upon a functional analysis of 
existing technology. This user would provide one or more functional terms (at reference 
numeral 402) to a query building step 404. The query building step 404 is an interactive 
procedure, as described hereinabove in connection with the set-up displays on Figures 2-4. 

The query building step 404 can also receive functional terms from input sources 
other than a functional analysis step, such as the step 400. This would strictly be up to the 
human user, and may depend upon whether or not the user is a technical person or has a 
non-technical background. 

The query building step 404 is very interactive with input both from the human user 
and from various types of databases that can be accessed over a network. For example, one 



WO 00/54185 



PCTAJSOO/06072 



16 

or more patent search engines or search agents, generally represented by the reference 
numeral 412, can be accessed over a network link 410. The results of accessing the patent 
search engine/agents are provided over a return path 414, and these results are iteratively 
refined by the query building step 404 in the preferred mode of the present invention. 

Another form of information can be found using Internet search engines or Internet 
agents, which are generally designated by the reference numeral 422. These Internet 
engines/agents are accessed over a network pathway 420, and their results are provided over 
a pathway 424. These results over the pathway 424 are iteratively refined by the query 
building step 404. 

After the information has been refined by the query building step 404, the results 
sought by the user are provided from the patent search engine/agents over a pathway 416, or 
from the Internet search engines/agents over a pathway 426. The information from these 
pathways 416 and 426 is provided to an application module 430 that presents information to 
the user and allows the user to use editing tools to distill and refine that information. The 
final information derived from this step 430 is provided via a pathway 432 to some type of 
MICROSOFT WORD file, or perhaps to a patent application template, at a step 440. 

The use of MICROSOFT WORD file would be useful in creating inventive 
development records, or other types of similar documentation describing inventive or 
technical documents. Of course, other types of word processors could be used than the 
MICROSOFT WORD computer program. 

A patent application template would preferably include blocks of information to 
receive prior art background information, for example, and also perhaps information that 
could be used to highlight a new invention, even with proposed concepts that could be 
claimed. It could be used to begin generating a U.S. Patent and Trademark Office 
disclosure document, or even a provisional patent application. 

Figure 6 is a flow chart of the detailed steps used in the interactive query editing and 
building steps of the present invention. Starting at a step 500, the human user begins to 
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create a visual query using the editor that is illustrated on Figures 2-4. At this point in the 
procedure, the user would be viewing a display screen such as that illustrated on Figure 2, 
and would be working only with text at this point. 

After one or more initial search terms have been chosen by the user, the present 
invention searches one or more network-linked databases using some type of search engine. 
For example, a "MET A" search engine at a function step 502 can be used to connect to the 
Internet and act as a automatic search agent. An alternative is to use a site specific agent at a 
function step 504, such as the IBM patent database that is found on the Internet at " 
http://patent.womplex.ibm.com." As a further alternative, a search engine agent could be 
used to access the United States Patent and Trademark Office records that are available over 
the Internet at a function step 506. Naturally, other types of search engine agents and other 
types of databases can be used when using this portion of the procedure of the present 
invention. At this point in the procedure, it is strictly up to the user as to which type of 
search engines and databases that are chosen to be searched, and the user is not restricted to 
using the Internet, but could link into any type of database available to his or her computer 
10. 

The next step in the procedure of the present invention is illustrated as a function 
step 510 where the user parses text while eliminating non-descriptive language from the 
search terms and stemming of descriptive language, thereby keeping the important words 
and/or phrases. This step 510 is reached from any of the searching agents, such as agents 
502, 504, and 506, and also can be reached by entry of a patent document or other type of 
existing technical document that may be available directly to the user, from a step 512, on 
Figure 6. 

The procedure of the present invention now reaches a step 514 where the stem 
words are ranked and presented for user selection. Regardless of the source of the 
document, the present invention will parse through it, and after its analysis will then rank 
the documents in situations where more than one document is being analyzed. In this 
circumstance, the video monitor 12 will display a screen such as the screen 200 that is 
illustrated on Figure 3. On Figure 3, the "Found" column 250 shows a ranking of the most 
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popular terms, at least as far as how many times a particular term was found and in how 
many documents. 



This information can be presented in more than one way, such as the frequency of 
occurrence of a search term per document, or the frequency of occurrence for all documents. 

At step 514, the user can click and drag words or phrases to add or delete from an 
existing query. These words or phrases can be manually entered, or the user may take 
existing text from a patent document or other technical document and highlight phrases or 
words in that text and link them to equivalent terms in the technical thesaurus. 

The final result of step 5 14 is for the user to have created a complete query, although 
this will typically not occur the first time through the procedure of the present invention. 
Therefore, this query building process is an iterative process, and the logic flow is directed 
to a decision step 516 that asks whether or not the query is complete. If the answer is NO, 
then the logic flow is directed back to the visual query editor/builder step 500. If the answer 
is YES, then the logic flow is directed to a function 530 which represents a number of 
different steps that are illustrated on Figure 7. 

If the query is incomplete at the decision step 516, then the logic flow not only is 
directly back to the step 500, but a function step 520 is used to link synonyms and images. 
Information gleaned from step 520 will be shared with the visual query editor/builder step 
500. As part of this linking routine 520, data is stored on the bulk memory storage device 
34 at a step 522 to create one or more thesauri with linked images. The steps 520 and 522 
allow the user to choose certain close synonyms, if desirable, and to create a list of words 
that are unique to that particular user. 

On Figure 7 the flow chart begins with a step 540 which is arrived at only after the 
complete "crafted query" has been obtained. An example of this type of query is shown in 
the window 380 on Figure 4. This is the type of query that the present invention is useful in 
creating, since it allows the user to select the exact query terms that will be used in the 
search, while also selecting precise terms that will be inhibited during the search. 
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Furthermore, any of these terms can include equivalent terms, such as the equivalent terms 
3 1 4 that are associated with "Term 1 " 3 1 2 on column 3 1 0 of Figure 4. 

After the crafted query is available at step 540, various database search engines and 
agents can be utilized for the crafted query search. These can be the exact same search 
agents as used before on Figure 6, for example, at 502, 504, and 506. On Figure 7, these 
same agents are respectively designated by the reference numerals 542, 544, and 546. 
Naturally, many other search agents and databases can be accessed, which provides an 
information source that is virtually limitless within the resources of the user. Of course, if 
the Internet is used, then the user will essentially be limited only by the data 
communications rate and the number of hours in the day that he or she is accessing one or 
more Internet databases while looking for technical documents of interest. On the other 
hand, if the user has an automatic search engine resident on his or her computer 10, then the 
Internet database search could go on literally 24 hours per day, with very little guidance 
from the user during a portion of these time periods. 

As the search engines find documents that include the crafted query terminology, 
both image and text data can be linked to Internet pages by an in-memory operation at a 
function step 550. For example, United States patents can be searched by various fields, 
such as the name of the inventor or the name of the assignee, as well as patent drawing 
images that are available at certain Internet patent servers. Any of these fields for images 
can be linked to common terms that may appear in the patent fields, or the search query 
terms from the crafted query step 540. 

The linking criteria is provided by a function at a step 552, in which the linking 
criteria establishes what downloaded data is linked to a file and what is discarded. Linking 
criteria can include attributes, such as: (1) file size, such as a maximum size per document, 
(2) image size, (3) image proportions, (4) image type, such as "gif \ "jpeg", etc., which with 
knowing the image proportion can be used to strip off advertisements, (5) parsed text, 
including key words, (6) unparsed text, which could include the whole document, (7) the 
type of source, including the Internet domain name, (8) date and time of document, (9) any 
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patent field, such as assignee, inventor name, class, prior art citations, etc., and (10) other 
user-assigned attributes. 

The availability of user-assigned attributes makes the present invention a very 
powerful tool in which, for example, a sliding scale of file size versus date could be used, or 
a special weighting for a particular attribute could be used. Furthermore, as described 
above, an image can be selected to represent a particular document, or a particular set of 
documents that represent certain search terms from the crafted query. 

After the image or text data are linked at the step 550, a decision step 560 
determines whether or not the new data should automatically be linked to existing data 
already residing in one of the thesauri databases. If the answer is YES, then a function step 
570 will automatically link data into existing database records on the bulk memory storage 
device 34. If the answer is NO at decision step 560, then the linking of new data to existing 
data will be performed manually by the user. 

The final result of the crafted query is a thesaurus database that resides on the bulk 
memory storage device 34, which information preferably is presented in a graphical format. 
For example, a hyperbolic tree could be used to show various "clusters" of patent documents 
that are grouped by a certain common attribute. Each "node" of the hyperbolic tree could 
represent one cluster of patents, and such a node could be linked to other similar nodes that 
have different clusters of patents with attributes that have some commonality but also 
certain significant differences, such that these references are placed into different nodes. 
Another and more preferred method of presenting the database information is a three- 
dimensional space that can virtually be moved through by user controls to find various 
groupings of patent documents or other types of technical references that have certain 
common attributes. Such a three-dimensional space presentation computer program is 
described in a commonly-assigned United States Patent application titled Method and 
Apparatus for Interactively Displaying Three-Dimensional Representations of Database 
Contents, filed on March 8, 1999, and having the serial number 09/ . 



WO 00/54185 PCT/US00/06072 

21 

The foregoing description of a preferred embodiment of the invention has been 
presented for purposes of illustration and description. It is not intended to be exhaustive 
or to limit the invention to the precise form disclosed. Obvious modifications or 
variations are possible in light of the above teachings. The embodiment was chosen and 
described in order to best illustrate the principles of the invention and its practical 
application to thereby enable one of ordinary skill in the art to best utilize the invention in 
various embodiments and with various modifications as are suited to the particular use 
contemplated. It is intended that the scope of the invention be defined by the claims 
appended hereto. 
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What is claimed is: 

1. A method for searching documents in a database, comprising the steps of: 
providing a computer having a processing circuit, a memory circuit, a 
communications circuit, and a video monitor, said computer being configured to 
communicate with at least one remote database by way of said communications 
circuit; choosing at least one word as an "initial query" and searching said at least 
one remote database using said initial query, then displaying an initial result on 
said video monitor; said method characterized by the steps of: 

iteratively prompting a human user to interactively modify said initial query 
into a "crafted query" and again searching said at least one remote database 
using said crafted query, then displaying a modified result on said video 
monitor; and searching said at least one remote database using a final version 
of said crafted query and displaying a crafted result on said video monitor. 



2. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein said at least one remote database 
comprises an electronically-accessible bulk memory storage device that contains a 
plurality of technical reference documents; or wherein said initial query comprises 
at least one word or phrase; or wherein said crafted query initially comprises said 
at least one word or phrase in addition to at least one equivalent word or phrase; or 
wherein said final version of said crafted query comprises a first term and a 
second term, and said first and second terms are formed into an expression using 
at least one Boolean operator. 

3. The method as recited in claim 2, wherein said plurality of technical reference 
documents includes patent documents; or wherein said electronically-accessible 
bulk memory storage device comprises a network server operatively connected to 
said computer through a local area network; or wherein said electronically- 
accessible bulk memory storage device comprises an Internet web site having a 
network server that is operatively connected to said computer through the Internet; 
or wherein said final version of said crafted query comprises a first term and 
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equivalent other terms, and wherein said first term and equivalent other terms are 
formed into an expression using at least one Boolean operator. 

4. The method as recited in any above claim, further comprising the step of 
associating said initial query with at least one image that is displayed on said 
video monitor in a location proximal to textual information of said initial query. 

5. The method as recited in claim 4, further comprising the step of associating said 
crafted query with at least one image that is displayed on said video monitor in a 
location proximal to textual information of said crafted query. 

6. The method as recited in claim 1, further comprising the step of providing linking 
criteria that is used to link together a plurality of fields of information from at least 
one on-line document found in said at least one remote database; or further 
comprising the step of creating at least one technical thesaurus using said crafted 
result 

7. The method as recited in claim 6, wherein said linking criteria is used on a sliding 
scale. 

8. A networked computer system used for searching documents in a database, 
comprising: a computer having a processing circuit, a memory circuit, a 
communications circuit, and a video monitor, said computer being configured to 
communicate with at least one remote database over a network by way of said 
communications circuit; and choose at least one word as an "initial query" and to 
search said at least one remote database using said initial query, then to display an 
initial result on said video monitor; said computer system being characterized in 
that: 

said computer iteratively prompts a human user to interactively modify said 
initial query into a "crafted query" and again to search said at least one remote 
database using said crafted query, then displays a modified result on said video 
monitor; and said computer searches said at least one remote database using a 
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final version of said crafted query, and displays a crafted result on said video 
monitor. 

The computer system as recited in claim 8, wherein said at least one remote database 
comprises an electronically-accessible bulk memory storage device that contains a 
plurality of technical reference documents; or wherein said final version of said 
crafted query comprises a first term and a second term, and said first and second 
terms are formed into an expression using at least one Boolean operator; or wherein 
said crafted query initially comprises said at least one word or phrase in addition to 
at least one equivalent word or phrase; or wherein said initial query comprises at 
least one word or phrase; or wherein said computer is further configured to provide 
linking criteria that is used to link together a plurality of fields of information from 
at least one on-line document found in said at least one remote database; or wherein 
said computer is further configured to create at least one technical thesaurus using 
said crafted result; or wherein said computer is further configured to associate said 
initial query with at least one image that is displayed on said video monitor in a 
location proximal to textual information of said initial query; or wherein said 
computer is further configured to associate said crafted query with at least one image 
that is displayed on said video monitor in a location proximal to textual information 
of said crafted query. 

10. The computer system as recited in claim 9, wherein said plurality of technical 
reference documents includes patent documents; or wherein said electronically- 
accessible bulk memory storage device comprises a network server operatively 
connected to said computer through a local area network; or wherein said 
electronically-accessible bulk memory storage device comprises an Internet web 
site having a network server that is operatively connected to said computer 
through the Internet; or wherein said final version of said crafted query comprises 
a first term and equivalent other terms, and wherein said first term and equivalent 
other terms are formed into an expression using at least one Boolean operator; or 
wherein said linking criteria is used on a sliding scale. 
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